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Abstract 

Quality and quality assurance have come to the centre of Vietnamese society and government attention in the last decade. Recent plans for establishing a national quality assurance in Vietnamese higher education has been approved by the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET). In this paper, Vietnamese perceptions of 'quality' and options for internal and external evaluation of teaching and learning are explored. The findings of a pilot study reveal that quality in Vietnamese higher education is viewed not only as transforming students according to course objectives but also as meeting society's requirements. In addition, frequent surveys to collect clients' opinions on the quality of graduates in order to evaluate the quality of teaching and learning are currently considered as the most appropriate option for external quality evaluation.

Introduction: Western higher education and the impact on Asian systems

Global changes in higher education have greatly affected institutions in western societies and compelled them to change. The quality of programs and courses has become a vital issue as higher education responds to the social demands of various markets. In universities, the quality of courses depends on several main factors: the standards set for students' entry, the academic resources available to students, the facilities institutions are able to provide, the efforts students have made to achieve, and the culture and academic experiences to which students are exposed. Quality, then, is defined as a combination of characteristics obtained by students in western higher education (Harvey and Green, 1993).

  In order to produce graduates with the qualities expected, western institutions have established mechanisms for quality assurance. The key rationale include: 1) to ensure the governments and stakeholders of institutional accountability; 2) to justify the funding received; 3) to improve the image of institutions; and 4) to be involved in the world market of higher education by attracting both local and international students.

  Thus, the internationalisation of higher education has occurred for more than a decade in western societies, and with this trend, "globalisation has become a new way of describing the imposition of cultural, political and economic priorities formerly associated with imperialism" (Lemaitre, 2002: 29). In this sense, the authority of how people in the West consider quality has a strong impact on those people who are under western education influence. However, the resistance of a nation to the influence of other cultures is relatively as strong as the acceptance. The process of learning from other countries' experience has been considered essential and at the same time, the selection of what can be learnt is under scrutiny. This is certainly the case of Vietnamese higher education. 

The Vietnamese context 

The impact of globalisation has strongly affected Vietnamese higher education since the nation has directed its attention to the market-oriented societies with more open policies. As with other educational systems throughout the world, there have been rapid and major changes at an unprecedented rate in Vietnamese higher education during the last decade. These main changes can be categorised as: a greater diversity of institutional forms; a large increase in the number and size of universities and students; a rapid move to mass higher education; a greater contribution of government and international organisations' financial support for social and educational programs; a need for international recognition of academic qualifications and standards; and a requirement for university accountability to society. 

  These changes have required changing both teaching and learning methods as well as the quality control of courses. With the expansion of information technology, new knowledge has been introduced into the society at a rapid rate and new issues have been arising, for example: whether higher education can use 'old bottles' for 'new wines'; whether quality is defined, as it was previously, as students repeating what is written in old text-books; and/or whether institutions are responsible for their graduates. Thus, quality is now considered by the government as a prominent issue for Vietnamese higher education. With those concerns, quality has come to the central attention of society, revealing many problems in a system on its way to globalisation.
  However, the difficulties in Vietnamese higher education have been formidable for several decades as a result of wars and separation from the outside academic world. In Vietnamese universities, the quality of teaching and learning is limited due to many challenges, including budget restriction: 1) the lack of an effective quality control and quality assurance system in teaching and learning; 2) unclear directions for training objectives; 3) ambiguous perceptions of learning among students; 4) large gaps between training and research and manufacturing; 5) teaching methodologies and learning approaches; 6) staff qualifications and motivation, and; 7) teaching and learning management. 

Current plan from the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) 

With those challenges, quality assurance (QA) has been an emerging issue in Vietnamese higher education since the 1990s. In 1996, the Government Higher Education Project was created (supported by the World bank) to conduct active research on internal processes of quality assurance. In 1998, MOET presented the strategies for the development of higher education towards 2020. One of these strategies includes: "developing a system of assessment and supervision of the quality of higher education, advising [how] to control the quality of the teaching and training and classification universities based on a single set of criteria." (MOET, 1998). In 2001, the Vietnamese Prime Minister Phan Van Khai (2001) also defined the mission for MOET as to focus on developing a national quality assurance system.

  In 2000, a National Workshop on Quality Assurance in Higher Education was held in Dalat, Vietnam to define 'quality' in higher education and take the necessary steps to improve the quality of Vietnamese institutions. Also in 2000, two Quality Assurance Centres were created in national universities in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City. In the first quarter of 2002, a Quality Assurance Division was established in the Department of Higher Education of MOET. Most recently, there is a plan towards a quality assurance infrastructure in Vietnamese higher education (April 2002 - April 2003) that has been established to develop a national quality assurance system with the help of international experts.

Initial research findings 

In this context, the author commenced a doctoral research project with the following purposes: 1) to explore the concepts of 'quality' and 'quality assurance' in western higher education in the context of western higher education characteristics and values; 2) to analyse the experiences of Asian countries in adapting western quality assurance processes; 3) to explore what Vietnamese stakeholders view as 'quality' and 'quality assurance' and to identify obstacles to the implementation of quality assurance in Vietnamese universities; and 4) to recommend options for quality assurance that can be used in Vietnamese universities. 

  A pilot study was conducted in Vietnam between late 2001 and early 2002 including a sample of more than 1200 people. The sample comprised several key persons in MOET, representatives from 12 universities in Vietnam including university (vice) rectors, (deputy) heads of academic affair departments, (deputy) faculty deans, academic staff, and students.

  Questionnaires were sent to faculty deans, academic staff and students (with 1195 responses, and a total 60% response rate). A large number of respondents (10%) added their own perceptions in space provided in open-ended questions after expressing their agreement or disagreement to definitions of quality provided in the questionnaires. In addition, more than 60 interviews were conducted with different categories of Vietnamese stakeholders (policy-makers, rectors, vice-rectors, academic affair department (deputy) heads, faculty deans, department heads, and academic staff) before and after sending the questionnaires.

  In this paper, both the Vietnamese perception of 'quality' and alternative options for external evaluation of teaching and learning from the Vietnamese perspective are explored and reported. 

The Vietnamese's Perception of 'Quality' in Higher Education 

One of the most notable preliminary findings of the study is the perspective of Vietnamese stakeholders on 'quality'. Before putting the definitions of quality in the questionnaires, interviews were conducted to obtain the general ideas of Vietnamese people on the concept. These definitions were used to design items in the questionnaires to discover the attitude of Vietnamese stakeholders on certain perceptions of quality. A scale was developed in the questionnaire using a Likert model to obtain the extent of agreement or disagreement on various definitions of 'quality' among deans, staff and students.

Table 1 should be here

In general, respondents to questionnaires agreed that quality was defined as meeting customers' expectations, as excellence, as value for money, as fitness for purpose, and as meeting the requirements of society as presented in Table 1. Most respondents reported their agreement with the definitions of quality as 'value for money', 'fitness for purpose', and 'meeting the requirements of society' with the last definition with the highest percentage of agreement. 

  The fact that respondents were offered the available definitions of quality should not be taken to imply that respondents could not express their own opinions. Indeed, respondents were give space to write down their own definitions. A large number of respondents remarked that they agreed with most of the definitions. This finding was not surprising. With those definitions, however, there were also several additional opinions by a small proportion of people (10%) responding to the questionnaires and those being involved in the interviews as stated before. For those people, along with the definitions of quality provided, quality is also as a combination of both talent (knowledge) and morals; as knowledge and skills obtained in university close to the reality; as the capacity to transform the identity of learners, and lastly, as something that never can be achieved.

  In the interviews, the definitions were not set for people to expressed their own ideas. There was a widespread view that 'quality as meeting the requirements of society', or, in other words, 'the recognition of graduates' qualifications by society' was seen as an indicator of quality. This point of view was expressed by almost all interviewees commenting on what they viewed quality to be. Staff implied that an institutional objectives and purpose had to match with societies' needs. These needs, as they saw them, were to meet the qualifications needed in the work place, and to contribute to society's development. Nevertheless, they added, society and its requirements were in constant change, and therefore, when those requirements were going to change, the standards for quality had to be changed. 

  Moreover, staff emphasised that being recognised by society meant graduates were able to work for society and to contribute to its development. However, they also warned that working ability in different societies was related to economic level and culture in each country. In other words, quality, as a vice-rector asserted:

could not be transferred from a university to other universities or from a country to other countries. Quality in Vietnam was considered to be graduates who could work and contribute to the Vietnamese society. 

Options for Assuring Quality in Higher Education

According to documents reviewed and to research participants, the traditional mechanisms used by Vietnamese universities for assuring teaching quality were self-evaluation of academic staff and peer evaluation within a discipline. For assuring the quality of learning, there is a control system with three main kinds of examinations in three phases: entry examinations, after course examinations during the learning process, and graduate examinations.

  At the national level, along with universities, MOET is the main governmental organisation responsible for university quality of training and management. In other words, MOET has issued regulations and evaluation criteria for universities to use to control quality of teaching and learning. As this mechanism revealed many weaknesses, options for changing mechanism of quality assurance have been sought. 

  In this research, a useful starting point for considering the options for mechanisms of quality assurance of teaching and learning was obtained from the experience of western educational systems. In addition, there were options suggested by Vietnamese educators at conferences that related to using internal and external evaluation as major mechanisms. Generally, from the interviews, Vietnamese people supported, to differing degrees, the use of student evaluations, an internal committee for evaluation, peer evaluation including groups of universities, external evaluation including experts from MOET, and evaluations from clients using university graduates. Options for external evaluation were emphasised as they were to a large extent unfamiliar in the Vietnamese context. It was assumed that students were not familiar with the issue of using those mechanisms, so their opinions were sought only for the option of using graduate users. The results are presented in Table 2.

Table 2 should be here

Other options used in western higher education as non-government agencies and professional bodies were not considered as appropriate for Vietnamese universities at present. According to staff interviewed, the use of external examiners from governments and other organisations for 'financial rewards, allocation of extra students numbers, or safeguarding reputations' (Harvey, 2002) is still unfamiliar in the Vietnamese context. Most Vietnamese staff expressed scepticism about the honesty, fairness and expertness of external agencies from other institutions and from MOET. In addition, according to interviewees, any national quality assurance system had to be implemented at the national level. In other words, government should be involved and take initiatives in the implementation.

  In short, to assess the quality of higher education institutions, respondents suggested a various set of evaluations, both internal and external. Overall, however, frequent surveys to collect clients' opinions on the quality of graduates are currently considered an appropriate option for external quality evaluation in Vietnam, according to the pilot study findings.

Analysis, Discussion and Conclusion

Thus, from the Vietnamese point of view, there were different perceptions of 'quality': from the MOET policy-makers, from the highest level on an institutions (rectors, vice-rectors), from non-academic staff (heads and deputy heads of academic affairs), academic staff, and students. The level of agreement with all definitions of quality examined in the study is high. From Table 1, it is clear that a majority of respondents strongly supported meeting both the course objectives and society's requirements, claiming that meeting society requirements was the most important indicator of quality.

  The tentative analysis revealed faculty deans, academic staff and students did not differ much in defining quality. An overwhelming consensus of agreement amongst all respondents (more than 90% of respondents in three groups) was that of quality was as meeting the requirements of society. 

  Generally, the definitions were in line with those used in western higher education. However, there were differences with perceptions, for example, the view of quality as a combination of deep knowledge and high morals that stems from the Vietnamese culture and traditions in which people's conduct and talents are valued highly as mentioned above as other definitions of quality by staff interviewed . 

  In short, some tentative findings from an initial analysis of the data suggest that quality in Vietnamese higher education is viewed not only as transforming students according to course objectives but also as meeting the needs of a fast changing society such as Vietnam. Staff interviewed indicated the importance of meeting standards and objectives of courses, while students emphasised the need to be recognised by society as employable after graduation as indicators of quality. 

  Regarding options for external evaluations that had to be implemented at a national level, the interviewees implied that Vietnam, with a collective culture, has to focus on standards and common characteristics. In fact, the Vietnamese are still unfamiliar with what is known in the west as 'diversity'. The issue of 'collective' and 'individual' objectives of universities still remains a problem in Vietnamese higher education. Therefore, using external evaluation at the national level cannot simply be explained by the fact that Vietnamese people tend to regard highly the authority of government, but also by the fact that the Vietnamese are inexperienced with non-government organisations and activities. Without government support, it will be difficult for Vietnamese higher education institutions to conceptualise and implement quality assurance in teaching and learning.

  Logically, if quality is considered to be meeting the requirements of society, it is not surprising when client evaluation is considered the most important factor at this stage. The fact that staff interviewed expressed scepticism about the honesty, fairness and expertness of external agencies indicates the ineffectiveness of the current quality control system managed by the Vietnamese MOET. Unfortunately, staff have no other more effective options on which to base an opinion having never experienced evaluation from educational clients. This finding is beyond the scope of this paper but warrants further research.

  In summary, the Vietnamese context is, to some extent, similar to the western higher education system in term of the changing environment and societies' requirements. However, with differences in background, culture, and perceptions, it is difficult for Vietnamese higher education to control and assure the quality of teaching and learning using only western experience. Inexperience, cultural differences, and a lack of appropriate mechanisms for quality assurance are the main factors that will potentially affect implementation of any quality assurance system from another country to the Vietnamese context. The research shows there are still many decisions to be made in the establishment of a national quality assurance system in Vietnamese higher education.
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Table 1: Staff and students' perceptions of quality (percentage) (N= 1195, with Students (S)=736, Teachers (T) =403, Deans (D) =56 )

	Quality defined as:
	
	Strongly disagree %  (   Strongly agree %    M

	meeting customers' expectations


	S

T

D
	12.0

16.8

20.5
	5.8

8.5

5.1
	27.8

35.7

30.8
	28.5

26.1

30.8
	25.9

12.9

12.8
	3.5

3.1

3.1

	Excellence
	S

T

D
	10.2

15.6

10.0
	7.9

9.4

5.0
	32.1

36.7

30.0
	35.4

28.9

42.5
	14.4

9.4

12.5
	3.6

3.1

3.4

	value for money
	S

T

D
	5.4

7.7

7.0
	1.9

2.6

4.7
	17.0

22.4

14.0
	25.4

30.1

27.9
	50.3

37.2

46.5
	4.1

3.9

4.0

	fitness for purpose
	S

T

D
	3.4

2.8

2.3
	1.9

2.0

2.3
	20.2

14.6

4.7
	33.3

27.4

23.3
	41.2

53.2

67.4
	4.1

4.3

4.5

	meeting the requirements of society
	S

T

D
	1.8

1.3

0.0
	.4

.8

0.0
	5.4

7.9

4.5
	17.2

15.0

13.6
	75.2

75.1

81.8
	4.6

4.6

4.8


Table 2. Staff and students' perceptions on options for quality external evaluation of university quality (N= 1195, with Students (S) =736, Teachers (T) =403, Deans (D) =56 )

	
	
	Not appropriate % (     Very necessary %   M

	(1) MOET should have a national Committee for evaluation of the quality of teaching in Vietnamese universities as a part of quality assurance system
	T

D
	13.4

7.3
	6.9

10.9
	30.5

27.3
	22.8

20.0
	24.8

34.5
	3.4

3.6

	(2) Vietnamese universities should have a Committee for evaluation the quality of teaching in universities as a part of quality assurance system
	T

D
	12.7

7.5
	10.4

7.5
	31.8

34.0
	22.8

34.0
	18.6

17.0
	3.3

3.5

	(3) Vietnamese universities should conduct frequent surveys to collect clients opinions on the quality of graduates in order to evaluate the quality of teaching
	S

T

D
	1.4

1.5

5.5
	3.7

2.2

0.0
	20.8

13.2

7.3
	32.2

22.8

23.6
	41.9

59.8

63.6
	4.1

4.4

4.4


8
7

